This report describes the 'phantom-lover' syndrome in two paranoid women, and it examines the close correspondence of the clinical features with the legend of Cupid and Psyche.
It is commonly believed that the emotional nature of man has remained unchanged over the millenia and that love, lust, power-seeking, guilt, rage, hatred and fear existed for early man as they exist today. The deciphering of the literature of early civilizations bears this out. Myths, handed down by oral tradition from our earliest ancestors, seem to express man's most intimate emotions stripped from centuries of customs, prohibitions, adjustments and derivations. Because what we call psychopathology often appears with stark suddenness as an aftermath of this same stripping, pathological behaviour often conforms to mythical action.
Incest, murder, suicide, obedience to supernatural command, irrational courage, cannibalism, bestiality, bisexuality, unshakeable passion -these are the themes of the great myths, and are also illustrations of insanity.
For this reason mythological names such as Narcissus, Oedipus, Electra, Phaedra and Medea have been felicitously used to tag and lend understanding to unorthodox human impulses.
An effort to understand the antecedents and motivating factors. behind the psychopathological syndrome of 'phantom-lover' has led to an exploration of the legend of Cupid and Psyche to discover whether the events in the myth can be translated into actual psychic events in the lives of patients.
The 'phantom-lover' syndrome is a com-. mon delusional pattern, encountered usually in middle-aged single women. It is seen with or without concomitant thought and affect ·Manuscript received August, 1970. '-Clinical Associate, University of Toronto. Department of Psychiatry, Staff Psychiatrist, Toronto Western Hospital. Canad. Psychiat. Ass. J. Vol. 16 (1971) disorder, sometimes as a theme within a larger paranoid disturbance. Two short case histories illustrate the syndrome.
Angelina K. is a thirty-three-year old single woman, first generation Canadian, youngest of four children and the only one left at home with her mother. The father is deceased. Angelina has led an isolated life with few girlfriends and no beaux. Her mother seeks medical attention for her when Angelina barricades herself in her room with stacks of cutup newspapers, and refuses to come out. The patient reports that several years ago she went out on a 'blind date'. The young man in question was smitten with her but, because of the jealousy of girlfriends, had to remain hidden. He has therefore, over the years, resorted to communicating his love by blinking car lights, dimming and brightening of neighbours' house lights and visitations to the house in various disguises, posing as a salesman, telephone repairman or boarder and so on. Recently he has been moved by malevolent forces to another country so they now communicate via newspaper, using coded words in the daily paper announcing airplane traiectories over Angelina's house. Either he himself, or friends sent by him, pilot these planes to assure Angelina of his undying love.
CASE 2.
Carole M., a thirty-five-year old divorcee, was admitted to hospital after being found hiking to a town many miles away in pursuit of a truck about whose shifting position she was kept informed by code via the headlights of passing cars. She stated that she had met a man that summer in the Maritimes who was to follow her west after she returned home. After many months of waiting, with no answer to her letters, she thought there must be danger in exposing their love and that he could only come for her in camouflage. When she saw the truck she knew immediately that he was in it and that she must follow.
Introspection suggests that some of the illogical elements in the above stories exist to some extent in the precursive stages of adult love. Belief in telepathy between lovers, reading meanings into natural events, explaining the lover's lack of ardour by face-saving rationalizations, wallowing in passionate day-drearns-all are characteristic CANADIAN PSYCHIATRIC ASSOCIATION JOURNAL Vol. 16, No.2 of adolescent 'crushes' and continue to form a part of many adult love relationships.
Pop-singer fads and movie idol crazes are related phenomena. The personality of the loved one is immaterial. This early state of love is self-centered. One needs desparately to love and whom ones loves is inconsequential. He may as well be invisible as in the following shortened account of the legend of Psyche.
Once upon a time there was a princess called Psyche, so beautiful that Venus, the Goddess of Love, was jealous. She sent her son, Cupid, to wound Psyche with his arrow hoping to make her fall in love with an unworthy creature. But Cupid, when he saw her beauty, married her himself. He came to her only at night, however, and made it a condition of their love that she never look upon his face.
Psyche's sister, envious of her good fortune, persuaded her to light a lamp so she could see her husband's face. Oil from the lamp fell on him, he wakened and fled. Psyche wandered throughout the world in search of Cupid while Venus punished her with Anxiety and Sadness and imposed a series of perilous tasks which with divine assistance Psyche accomplished, and in the end Cupid and Psyche were reunited.
Psyche was beautiful, vain and selfcentered. Many girls with phantasy lovers seem to have grown up in a rarified atmosphere. Often they are only children or the youngest of the family, protected, indulged, isolated and inwardly-focussed. The egotism stems from isolation and is fostered by the family. The supposed jealously of others is an acceptable way of explaining away loneliness. It renders the patient's lack of friends understandable and bearable. Thus Psyche, whose two sisters married kings and who alone, despite her beauty, received no offers of marriage, readily rationalized that Venus, Goddess of Love, was jealous.
When the need to be loved grows (often precipitated by object loss: the marriage of a sister for Angelina, the loss of a job for Carole) some form of compensatory fulfillment must be found, however invisible. The initial stage of the delusion usually brings great satisfaction. It fulfills a need and is safe as long as the delusional love is secret. But Psyche could not resist telling her sisters, and patients betray their love sooner or later by word or by action. People ask questions, and doubts assail the lover -if the light of reason shines on Cupid's face he vanishes and the old loneliness returns. It is common to find these patients spending their lifetime like Psyche, in search of their 'phantomlover' and putting themselves through real and imagined torments, trusting no one and removing themselves more and more from the world of reality.
The search for Cupid, the invisible love betrayed by jealousy, is one more example of an old myth expressive of a perennial pursuit.
Resume Le syndrome de l'amant-fantome, l'illusion d'un amant inexistant qu'on rencontre ordinairement chez la femme celibataire qui s'ennuie, sont illustres par la legende de Cupidon et de Psyche. L'isolement, la vanite, la jalousie et la perte objectale jouent un role dans son evocation. Sa resolution est empechee par la fonction d'illusion qui repond Ii un besoin.
I have not been
As others were -1 have not seen As others saw.
Alone
Edgar Allan Poe 1809-1849
